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Who Killed Oliver Stone? 

W hen ABC-TV bowed to pressure recently and canceled 
Oliver Stone's Declassified, a special scheduled to air next 
February, the corporate journalism establishment showed 
how power works inTV-land. Before the producers had even 
shot any footage, the show was attacked by a variety of media 
types, editorial writers and government officials. All complained 
that Stone was going to argue that TWA 800 crashed in 1996 
because it had been hit by a Navy missile — an interpretation 


that is apparently taboo on network TV ABC, at least, seems 
loath to question the conclusion of the National Transportation 
Safety Board (NTSB) that the crash was the result of a fuel 
tank explosion. But Stone and his executive producers say the 
show’s critics got the story wrong. 

Officially, ABC execs said they were killing the show because 
viewers might have a hard time distinguishing the special, pro- 
duced by the entertainment division, from news programming. 
“We came to believe that television viewers could find it difficult 
to distinguish between the two forms,” the official ABC statement 
said, as if the network itself hasn’t blurred the line between the 
two in its programming. 

ABC News people, including Sam Donaldson, one of the 
hosts of 20/20, publicly attacked Declassified on the grounds 
that the report on TWA 800 would be “typical Stone. It’s like JFK. 
That was fiction. He damages the credibility of ABC News.” 
Jeff Greenfield, the former ABC News commentator, now at 
CNN, chimed in with his own Op-Ed in the New York Times. 
Time ran a story headlined “The Conspiracy Channel?” It de- 
scribed what the magazine called “a stylish X-Files- like show 
exposing the bastards who blew her out of the sky.” 

But according to the show’s co-executive producer, Coby 
Atlas, the reports that we were going to conclude that a missile 
had taken down the plane were completely and utterly false. We 
were never going to say we knew what happened to TWA 800. We 
were looking into why the investigation was halted suddenly, and 
why its conclusions were accepted by mainstream media, despite 
lots of eyewitnesses who were never interviewed.” 

The co-executive producers are hardly X-Files types; both 
Atlas and her partner, Tom McMahon, are award-winning veterans 
of network news. Atlas won an Emmy as supervising producer of 
Survivors of the Holocaust , and McMahon won an Oscar nomi- 
nation for his documentary on Hank Aaron, Chasing the Dream. 
If we had been doing a sleazy show on UFOs and Princess 
Diana,” Atlas added, “we’d still be in the pipeline.” 

So where did the pressure to kill the show come from? “I can 
only speculate,” Stone said. “This isn’t a conspiracy theory. The 
AP reported that ‘government officials’ were ‘angered’ by what 
they had heard, and cited an FBI official — which suggests that 
maybe the bureau was among those leaning on ABC. Maybe pres- 
sure came from military intelligence, maybe working through the 
NTSB. And I don’t know whether the decision was made inside 
ABC, or by Disney, which as you know owns the network.” 

Stone’s critics still ridicule his JFK, but as a result of that film, 
Congress in 1992 created the Kennedy Assassination Records 
Review Board, a citizens’ commission with unprecedented power 
to review and release classified documents. The board completed 
its work in September. Even those who think Stone was all wrong 
about the assassination have to thank him for provoking the 
board’s release of 4 million formerly classified pages. It’s not 
inconceivable that an Oliver Stone TV special might prompt 
release of information on other interesting topics. 

Although Oliver Stones Declassified is dead at ABC, it still 
might find a home on TV “Ironically, our best shot may be at Fox,” 
Stone said. Atlas added, “Now we have our promo line; ‘The show 
ABC didn’t want you to see.’ ” Jon Wiener 


